My name is Amanda Vijars and I am a 2/3 year Bachelor of Science student at the Northern Territory University, looking at majoring in Chemistry and Math. I started studying at Griffith University in 1997. Currently I am working full time, and studying part time.

This submission will look at my experiences so far within the higher education sector, mostly my experience at NTU, specifically looking at the following terms of reference:

(a) the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

(i) the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand, 

(iii) the quality and diversity of teaching and research 

(b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

(ii) the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources

(d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

(ii)
the effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Schemed and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education

(iii) the adequacy of current student income support measures

(g) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

(i)
university governance reporting requirements, structures and practices; 

(a) the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:

(i)the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand,

I started my higher education at Griffith University in 1997, where I was one of about 500 students enrolled in the Bachelor of Science (BSc). Lecture theatres were filled to overflowing with fellow students sitting on the stairs, and others standing at the back. Tutorials were large, 1 tutor to about 25 students, and in some cases a tutorial was held once a fortnight as opposed to once a week.

My experience at NTU however is slightly different. I transferred to NTU to undertake a major in my BSc called “Mathematical Modelling in Physical and Chemical Systems” as well as the other majors of Chemistry and Maths. As a pure science student, and particularly in the areas I wanted to major in, I found myself to be in a minority. 

In 1998, the year I arrived at NTU, I found that that some of the subjects required to complete the above major were not on offer. I found out through talking to a lecturer that due to lack of interest that the Mathematical Modelling major, that I had just travelled to Darwin to do, was going to be cancelled and no longer offered, and the subject offerings to complete it were going to be reduced, not offered or deleted. However in 1999, when I received my enrolment advice, I found that the Mathematical Modelling major was still being offered, however the subjects to complete it were not offered at all!

I also came to NTU because, through reading the promotional material of the university, I thought I would be able to complete, internally, the other components of my degree, the majors in Maths and Chemistry. 

To my horror, I found that in order to complete the Maths major that I would have to complete a lot of external units through either franchising arrangements, or units that I found at other universities to study. I enrolled in a Maths unit externally, and found that the materials were 3 weeks late, and that in order to get the text book required, I would have to order it from overseas (and that could take up to 8 weeks). Needless to say I withdrew.

The Chemistry major could be completed internally, however there was a severe lack of choice. There were also problems with required laboratory equipment broken for weeks at a time.

I feel that these problems experienced so far during my higher education career have been directly linked to the lack of funding of the higher education sector and that the capacity for a university like NTU to manage and the serve the demands of all students is limited.

(iii)the quality and diversity of teaching and research
I have found the quality of teaching staff, in terms of time for undergraduate students and the willingness to talk outside of lecture/tutorial times, to be of the highest quality. 

However I find the diversity of teaching, within the Maths/Chemistry stream, to be incredibly poor at NTU. As I outlined above, in order to complete a Maths major I need to complete a lot of the second and third year units externally. The subject selection for chemistry is limited. The Mathematical Modelling major I had originally moved to Darwin for was gutted in my first year at NTU, with subjects not being run or deleted.

The quality of teaching has been good, as class numbers have been small, lecturers are willing to go over material taught in the class, and the provision of relevant hand outs. 

The number of staff inside the Maths/Chemistry areas is also incredibly small. It was not uncommon for me to have the same lecturer for a couple of subjects in a semester. To the best of my knowledge a maths lecturer that left in 1999 has not been replaced.

With regard to research, I think Governments must remember that today’s undergraduate student becomes tomorrows postgraduate student! So far I have yet to see any initiative that encourages undergraduate students at NTU to prepare for postgraduate studies/research at any level.
(b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

(iii)the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources
As a student, I find the provision of on campus food and beverages to be important. At NTU in 1998 the University outsourced the catering on campus, which was originally provided for by the NTU Students’ Union. Since the outsourcing, there is no longer an adequate source of food or beverages at the Casuarina campus. The hours of operation of the cafeteria and coffee shop have been substantially reduced and the choice and quality of food has dropped.

(d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

(ii)the effects of the introduction of differential Higher Education Contribution Schemed and other fees and charges and changes in funding provision on the affordability and accessibility of higher education

I was “grandfathered” in 1997 as I deferred study in 1996, so am still a non differential HECS fee paying student. 

To be under the differential HECS system, would have meant that I would not have considered completing my degree, let alone attending university to further my education. 

Students I have spoken with during the length of my studies so far have lamented on the hugeness of their HECS bill, and some have even said that they are studying in Band 1 areas because of the cost involved.

(iii)the adequacy of current student income support measures

As I outlined early on, I work full time. 

Working full time was not a choice for me as the current income support I potentially could receive from Youth Allowance is not enough for me to survive on, and I mean the survival basics: rent, electricity, food, clothes, text books, association fees, etc. 

I know students that are currently working 20 hours on top of a full time study load, so that their YA/Austudy is not cut off. The concept that income support will enable you to study and see you through until you complete your studies is a fallacy. 

My parents did not want to support me as I went on to higher education studies. I was horrified when filling out the forms for Youth Allowance, that despite being over 18 and I thought considered an adult, that the income support would be also means tested based on my parents earnings/holdings/etc, and that at 19 years old I was not considered independent of my parents.
(g) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

(i)university governance reporting requirements, structures and practices; 

During my time as a higher education student so far, I have participated in the governance of the NTU, as I have sat on various committees and boards. 

The most disappointing point to these boards and committees is the level at which students are members of them. Often there is one or two student members, and yet these committees and boards are making decisions that will impact in one way or another on the academic careers of students!

I have also been a member of NTU Council, the peak decision making body of NTU. My experience has been that Council acts like a rubber stamp without a lot of debate or discussion about issues including the budget (oft times the Chair of Finance Committee would lament how little discussion was about the budget). Currently there are 2 students sitting on Council, and I feel that the number of student members should be increased.

